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Public programs for youth and older adults have both been affected by decreases in
governmental funding. This paper describes an intergenerational service program designed to
use the skills of each generation to meet the needs of the other. Screening, training, and a
variety of placements for the teenage and older adult participants are reviewed, and ongoing
program benefits are discussed.
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I ntergenerati onal Service Programs: Meeting
Shared Needs of Young and Old 1
National Information Center
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Debra L. Cherry, PhD/ Frank R. Benest, EdD/
Barbara Gates, MS/ and Joanne White, BA5

This society's adolescent and elderly populations
share many needs and characteristics. Both often
have little access to meaningful social roles. For example, neither is likely to be fully integrated into the
work force and, consequently, both groups tend to
have high rates of unemployment (Pearl, 1978; Sheppard, 1976). Moreover, theirfamily roles tend to be in
transition. Teenagers are ·in the process of gaining
independence from their parents while many older
adults face changes such as the loss of a spouse or
decreased family power relative to their middle-aged
children. The lack of meaningful social roles has
been blamed for youthful antisocial behavior
(Greenberg, 1977) as well as for increased mental
illness among the elderly (Clark & Anderson, 1967).
Most social service programs are designed to serve
one age group. Recently, however, social policy
planners and programmers hav 2 become aware of
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the potential benefits to be derived from using the
two generations to meet each other's needs (Brache,
1980; Powell & Arquitt, 1978). A number of encouraging intergenerational projects have been conducted.
Among the better known of these are Project YES, in
which high school youth work as in-home aides for
the frai I elderly (Spitler et al., 1982); Project Ll NC,
which established neighborhood-based multigenerational helping networks (Pynoos et al., 1984);
Teaching Learning Communities, which use older
volunteers as classroom assistants in public schools
(Tice, 1980); and Foster Grandparents, a program in
which older adults establish ongoing relationships
with non-related young people (Tramei-Seck, 1983;
Yuknavage, 1980).
Similar to these projects, the intergenerational service program described here sought to use the skills
and needs of each generation to meet the needs of
the other. It is offered as a model for communities
and individual agencies facing cutbacks in services to
youth and older adults.

Community Profile and Program Development
In june, 1982, the City of Gardena's Human Services Department was awarded a grant from the State
of California's Employment Development Depart-
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ment to develo p and implem ent an interge neratio nal
service progra m. Garden a is located in the greate r
Los Angeles area. It is a multi-c ultural and multi-r acial
commu nity of 45,165 person s (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1980).
The Garden a lnterge neratio nal Partne rship Program was design ed to address several proble ms facing this commu nity. First, govern ment fundin g cutbacks are jeopar dizing progra ms design ed to serve
older adults and youth. Secon d, an unemp loyme nt
proble m exists among local youth, especi ally minority youth, and among older worker s aged 55 and
older. Third, as previo usly discus sed, the two groups
often have little access to meani ngful social roles.
Cut off from produc tive work and comm unity involvem ent, both youth and the elderly may experience alienat ion and dissati sfactio n, and these feelings may be further exacer bated by negativ e social
stereotypes that portray them as unprod uctive members of society.
To address these shared needs, the City of Gardena's Human Services Depar tment consul ted with a
numbe r of interes ted comm unity agenci es (includ ing nursin g homes , school s, etc.) and, with their
inpuC design ed the Garden a lnterge neratio nal Partnership Progra m. The Human Services Depar tment
has a 10-year history of coope ration with local agencies in serving the Garden a comm unity. Because oi
positive past experie nces with the depart ment and
the city's high credib ility, very little comm unity resistance to the projec t was encou ntered from the
beginn ing. Good relation s were furthe r fostere d by
freque nt interag ency comm unicat ion throug hout
the progra m's duratio n.
The Garden a lnterge neratio nal Partne rship Program consis ted of two service groups : the Youth
Service Corps (YSC), in which youth served older
adults in need, and the Older Adult Service Corps
(OASC), in which senior citizen s worke d with high
need youth.

The Youth Service Corps
Since its initiati on, approx imately 70 young people
have worked in the Youth Service Corps. To join the
progra m, these youths were screen ed by Human
Services Depart ment staf( who assessed financi al
need and emotio nal maturi ty. Althou gh carefu l
screening was essential to the progra m's success,
this does not mean that all "probl em kids" were
preclud ed from partici pation . Many YSC particip ants
were referre d to the projec t throug h juvenil e diversion progra ms which seek to preven t crimin al activity
among high-ri sk youth, and at least five were members of local gangs. Thus, rather than avoidin g young
people with proble ms, the progra m was able to serve
a numbe r of them.
After being accepted into the progra m the teenagers were given a week of pre-se rvice trainin g in gerontolo gy. In response to criticis ms from the adolescent particip ants, the origina l trainin g format was
restruc tured and shorte ned. In its final form, the preservice trainin g was condu cted for 2 to 21 h hours a

Vol. 25, No. 2, 1985

127

day on 5 days with a b-reak in the middle of each
session. Topics discus sed were Human Develo pment Over the Life Span, Myths and Realities of Aging, the Import ance of Social Contac ts to Late Life
Adapta tion, Ways to Prepar e Now for a Long and a
Health y Life, and Comm on Disabi lities and Health
Proble ms among the Frail Elderly .
The youths also receive d on-the -job training in
agricul tural or health care skills as well as formal
in-serv ice trainin g in geront ology throug hout their
particip ation in the progra m. The topics include d
Comm unicati ons Skills, Institu tionali zation and Senile Demen tia, Social Proble ms of the Elderly (crime
and safety), Cardio pulmo nary Resuscitation Certification, Special Conce rns of Minori ty Elderly (Hispanics, Blacks, and Asians), Retirem ent, and, most importan tly, job Search Skills.
To mainta in the youths ' interes t, the trainin g incorporate d small group techni ques and audiov isual materials wherev er possib le. An attemp t was also made
to highlig ht the relevan ce ot' each topic to the youths '
own lives. For examp le, an unders tandin g of the importan ce of social contac ts to late life adapta tion was
person alized by having the youths list the most importan t people in their lives. In small groups led by
staff, they discussed how these relation ships enriched their lives and shared an experi ence in which
they had lost someo ne or somet hing close to them.
These experie nces were then used to he! p the youths
better unders tand situatio ns that they might encoun ter while workin g with sociall y isolate d nursing
home residents.
Staffin g for the trainin g sessions was provide d by
Human Services Depar tment staff, invited speakers
from local univers ities, service provid ers, and older
adults residin g in the comm unity. An attemp t was
made to expose the youth to many high-fu ndioni ng
older adults during the trainin g in order to start
breaki ng down some of their stereo types about the
aged.
After pre-ser vice trainin g, the youth particip ated in
one of the follow ing interge neratio nal service
activiti es.
1. The Gardena Families Project - Youth provide d emotional suppor t, compa nionsh ip, and persona l services
for frail elderlv who were either homeb ound or residents of nursi~g homes. Bilingua l elders were paired
with bilingua l youth. Older adults who were initially
resistant to having minorit y youth working in their
homes were individu ally approa ched by a Human Services Departm ent staff membe r, and in all identifie d
cases, the elderly particip ants became more receptive.
2. Gardena Senior Citizen s Day Care Cente r- Youth provided compan ionship to frail older adults and participated in group activitie s. The additio n of the young
workers to the staff enabled the Center to accomm odate several older adults needin g individu alized attention, such as those with advanc ed Alzheir:o.er·type
disease.
3. Garden a Garden s - Youth worked at one oi several
commu nity gardens with senior citize,-, gardene rs, from
whom they learned agricult ural skills. The produce generated from this partner ship then became the propert y

of the older adults for their personal consumpti on or
for sale at a local farmer's market.

The participati ng agencies provided on-site supervision for the youth. More important ly, however,
several older adults were hired as "mentors " to provide guidance, the benefit of their accumula ted
knowledg e, and supervisio n for the YSC. Mentors
were assisted and supervise d by staff from the Human Services Departme nt Youth and Senior Citizens
Bureaus.

(~

The Older Adult Service Crops c/'
The Older Adult Service Corps was initiated as a
pilot project, but, due to several difficulties , it was
never enlarged. Few interested elders were able to
pass the project's stringent financial criteria, and several financially needy applicants dropped out because of fears that employm ent would endanger
their Social Security payments . Other applicants did
not pass screening because of language barriers,
emotiona l difficulties , or rigid attitudes toward the
special youth population s with whom they would be
working (pregnant mothers or developm entally disabled youth). Eventually, six OASC members were
hired. These adults received approxim ately 12 hours
of pre-service training in adolescen t developm ent.
The training, which covered the topics of PsychoSocial Adolescen t Developm ent, Adolesce nt Sexuality, Peer Pressure, and Commun ication Skills, was
led by a health educator from a local communi ty
health clinic and her two teenage assistants. Additional training was provided on the job.
Two of the OASC members were placed at a community health clinic to serve as surrogate grandmothers for teenage mothers. Their role was to provide emotional support, resource informatio n, and
other assistance to pregnant adolescen ts and teenage mothers. The other four OASC members participated in the city's Recreatio n Departme nt program
for developm entally disabled youth. Their role was
to help maintain various socializat ion programs for
the developm entally disabled, including Special
Olympics , dances, excursion s, and skills classes.

pursuing private funding for teenage program assistants, and five youths are currently employed at the
Center through a variety of funding resources. The
Center finds that the intergene rational work concept
allows them to approach a broader spectrum of private foundatio ns for funding, including not only
those concerne d with the aged, but also those which
give solely to programs for youth.
Unfortuna tely, the Gardena Families Project did
not continue. Although participat ing nursing homes
wanted to maintain the intergene rational contact,
they did not have the resources to recruit, train, and
supervise new young workers. One nursing home,
however, did hire a YSC member to be an activities
assistant. Similarly, the surrogate grandmot hers for
pregnant teenagers project did not continue. This is
attributed to both the difficulty in finding suitable
elderly to carry out this sensitive work and to problems that the host clinic experienc ed in integratin g
the OASC workers into a relatively new program.
The Gardena lntergene rational Partnersh ip Program was successful in providing meaningfu l service
roles for the majority of its young and old participants. For example, the positive program experiences of several local gang members led them to
recommen d the program to their younger sisters and
brothers. Several of these youth who were at high
risk of joining gangs became involved in the program
and, subseque ntly, in other diversion activities.
All Youth and Older Adult Service Corps participants were asked to complete subjective evaluations
of their program experienc es. As can be seen from
the comments below, their comments were overwhelming ly positive.
It had a positive effect on me because it brought me
down to the ground as far as teenagers are concerned
because I've been away from that for a while. It made me
see that teenagers are still teenagers just like I was a teenager. It was an awakening . (M.S., age 59, Developme ntal
Disabilities Project)
In this summer for the first time of my life I feel helpful
because I have been doing a lot for the senior citizens and I
hope I can continue to help them. I think senior citizens
appreciate what the youth of Gardena are doing for them
and this summer has been a great experience for them too.
(M.P., age 16, Gardena Senior Citizens Day Care Center)
As I go to work each day and see these people, I guess it
is sort of depressing . It's so sad to see many of them are
just put in there without any families or friends. That's why
it makes me feel good sometimes when I leave there and
leave a good feeling in them. I want to make them happy
and let them know that we are not only there for work but
to care for them too! (A.M., age 14, Gardena Families
Project)
I really started off hating this job, after I found out how
much work we had to do, but ever since the senior citizens
arrived they sort of ease things off for me; you can say they
sort of made me feel like I was the most important thing
that ever happened to them. (S.P., age 17, Gardena Gardens)

Evaluation of Program Benefits
Although the I ntergener ational Partnersh ip Program was funded only during a year and a half trial
period, the benefits gained by the agencies, their
clients, and the participan ts continue. For example,
due to their positive experienc es, most of the participating agencies have made an ongoing commitm ent
to continue the intergene rational contact, either by
using volunteers or through private and public funding sources. The Gardena Gardens project has continued on the same scale through the participat ion of
older volunteers and agricultur e students who receive course credit at their high schools. Similarly,
older adults are working as volunteer s in the program with developm entally disabled youth. The Gardena Senior Citizen's Day Care Center is actively

Similarly, the nursing home residents, day care
center participan ts, and senior gardeners also expressed their great appreciat ion for the program and
for the opportun ity it gave them to receive affection
from and give it to their young companio ns.
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Conclusions
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The Gardena lntergenera tional Partnership Program successfully met many diverse needs in the
local community . It is a program that can be implemented in a variety of settings using either paid
workers or volunteers. It broadens the range of possible funding sources which can be approached by
providing a service to both youth and older adults.
Furthermor e, it is a program that uses one generation's skills and needs to meet the needs of the
other, thus providing socially meaningful roles for
both.
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